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  SHERIFF HUTTON CASTLE, YORKSHIRE, AUTUMN 1485
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  I wish I could stop dreaming. I wish to God I could stop dreaming.

  I am so tired; all I want to do is sleep. I want to sleep all the day, from dawn until twilight that every evening comes a little earlier and a little more drearily. In the daytime, all I think
  about is sleeping. But in the night all I do is try to stay awake.

  I go to his quiet shuttered rooms to look at the candle as it gutters in the golden candlestick, burning slowly through the marked hours, though he will never see light again. The servants take
  a taper to a fresh candle every day at noon; each hour burns slowly away, although time means nothing to him now. Time is quite lost to him in his eternal darkness, in his eternal timelessness,
  though it leans so heavily on me. All day long I wait for the slow rolling-in of the grey evening and the mournful tolling of the Compline bell, when I can go to the chapel and pray for his soul,
  though he will never again hear my whispers, nor the quiet chanting of the priests.

  Then I can go to bed. But when I get to bed I dare not sleep because I cannot bear the dreams that come. I dream of him. Over and over again I dream of him.

  All day I keep my face smiling like a mask, smiling, smiling, my teeth bared, my eyes bright, my skin like strained parchment, paper-thin. I keep my voice clear and mellow, I speak words that
  have no meaning and sometimes, when required, I even sing. At night I fall into my bed as if I were drowning in deep water, as if I were sinking below the depths, as if the water were possessing
  me, taking me like a mermaid, and for a moment I feel a deep relief as if, submerged in water, my grief can drain away, as if it were the river Lethe and the currents can bring forgetfulness and
  wash me into the cave of sleep; but then the dreams come.

  I don’t dream of his death – it would be the worst of nightmares to see him go down fighting. But I never dream of the battle, I don’t see his final charge into the very heart
  of Henry Tudor’s guard. I don’t see him hacking his way through. I don’t see Thomas Stanley’s army sweep down and bury him under their hooves, as he is thrown from his
  horse, his sword arm failing, going down under a merciless cavalry charge, shouting: ‘Treason! Treason! Treason!’ I don’t see William Stanley raise his crown and put it on another
  man’s head.

  I don’t dream any of this, and I thank God for that mercy at least. These are my constant daytime thoughts that I cannot escape. These are bloody daytime reveries that fill my mind while I
  walk and talk lightly of the unseasonal heat, of the dryness of the ground, of the poor harvest this year. But my dreams at night are more painful, far more painful than this, for then I dream that
  I am in his arms and he is waking me with a kiss. I dream that we are walking in a garden, planning our future. I dream that I am pregnant with his child, my rounded belly under his warm hand, and
  he is smiling, delighted, and I am promising him that we will have a son, the son that he needs, a son for York, a son for England, a son for the two of us. ‘We’ll call him
  Arthur,’ he says. ‘We’ll call him Arthur, like Arthur of Camelot, we’ll call him Arthur for England.’

  The pain, when I wake to find that I have been dreaming again, seems to get worse every day. I wish to God I could stop dreaming.
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      My dearest daughter Elizabeth,

      My heart and prayers are with you, dear child; but now, of all the times in your life, you must act the part of the queen that you were born to be.

      The new king, Henry Tudor, commands you to come to me at the Palace of Westminster in London and you are to bring your sisters and cousins. Note this: he has not denied his betrothal to
      you. I expect it to go ahead.

      I know this is not what you hoped for, my dear; but Richard is dead, and that part of your life is over. Henry is the victor and our task now is to make you his wife and Queen of
      England.

      You will obey me in one other thing also: you will smile and look joyful as a bride coming to her betrothed. A princess does not share her grief with all the world. You were born a
      princess and you are the heir to a long line of courageous women. Lift up your chin and smile, my dear. I am waiting for you, and I will be smiling too.

      Your loving mother

      Elizabeth R

      Dowager Queen of England

    

  

  I read this letter with some care, for my mother has never been a straightforward woman and any word from her is always freighted with levels of meaning. I can imagine her
  thrilling at another chance at the throne of England. She is an indomitable woman; I have seen her brought very low, but never, even when she was widowed, even when nearly mad with grief, have I
  seen her humbled.

  I understand at once her orders to look happy, to forget that the man I love is dead and tumbled into an unmarked grave, to forge the future of my family by hammering myself into marriage with
  his enemy. Henry Tudor has come to England, having spent his whole life in waiting, and he has won his battle, defeated the rightful king, my lover Richard, and now I am, like England itself, part
  of the spoils of war. If Richard had won at Bosworth – and who would ever have dreamed that he would not? – I would have been his queen and his loving wife. But he went down under the
  swords of traitors, the very men who mustered and swore to fight for him; and instead I am to marry Henry and the glorious sixteen months when I was Richard’s lover, all but queen of his
  court, and he was the heart of my heart, will be forgotten. Indeed, I had better hope that they are forgotten. I have to forget them myself.

  I read my mother’s letter, standing under the archway of the gatehouse of the great castle of Sheriff Hutton, and I turn and walk into the hall where a fire is burning in the central stone
  hearth, the air warm and hazy with wood-smoke. I crumple the single page into a ball and thrust it into the heart of the glowing logs, and watch it burn. Any mention of my love for Richard and his
  promises to me must be destroyed like this. And I must hide other secrets too, one especially. I was raised as a talkative princess in an open court rich with intellectual inquiry, where anything
  could be thought, said and written; but in the years since my father’s death, I have learned the secretive skills of a spy.

  My eyes are filling with tears from the smoke of the fire, but I know that there is no point in weeping. I rub my face and go to find the children in the big chamber at the top of the west tower
  that serves as their schoolroom and playroom. My sixteen-year-old sister Cecily has been singing with them this morning, and I can hear their voices and the rhythmic thud of the tabor as I climb
  the stone stairs. When I push open the door they break off and demand that I listen to a round they have composed. My ten-year-old sister Anne has been taught by the best masters since she was a
  baby, our twelve-year-old cousin Margaret can hold a tune, and her ten-year-old brother Edward has a clear soprano as sweet as a flute. I listen and then clap my hands in applause. ‘And now,
  I have news for you.’

  Edward Warwick, Margaret’s little brother, lifts his heavy head from his slate. ‘Not for me?’ he asks forlornly. ‘Not news for Teddy?’

  ‘Yes, for you too, and for your sister Maggie, and Cecily and Anne. News for all of you. As you know, Henry Tudor has won the battle and is to be the new King of England.’

  These are royal children; their faces are glum, but they are too well-trained to say one word of regret for their fallen uncle Richard. Instead, they wait for what will come next.

  ‘The new King Henry is going to be a good king to his loyal people,’ I say, despising myself as I parrot the words that Sir Robert Willoughby said to me as he gave me my
  mother’s letter. ‘And he has summoned all of us children of the House of York to London.’

  ‘But he’ll be king,’ Cecily says flatly. ‘He’s going to be king.’

  ‘Of course he’ll be king! Who else?’ I stumble over the question I have inadvertently posed. ‘Him, of course. Anyway, he has won the crown. And he will give us back our
  good name and recognise us as princesses of York.’

  Cecily makes a sulky face. In the last weeks before Richard the king rode out to battle, he ordered her to be married to Ralph Scrope, a next-to-nobody, to make sure that Henry Tudor could not
  claim her as a second choice of bride, after me. Cecily, like me, is a princess of York, and so marriage to either of us gives a man a claim to the throne. The shine was taken off me when gossip
  said that I was Richard’s lover, and then Richard demeaned Cecily too by condemning her to a lowly marriage. She claims now that it was never consummated, now she says that she does not
  regard it, that Mother will have it annulled; but presumably she is Lady Scrope, the wife of a defeated Yorkist, and when we are restored to our royal titles and become princesses again, she will
  have to retain his name and her humiliation, even if no-one knows where Ralph Scrope is today.

  ‘You know, I should be king,’ ten-year-old Edward says, tugging at my sleeve. ‘I’m next, aren’t I?’

  I turn to him. ‘No, Teddy,’ I say gently. ‘You cannot be king. It’s true that you are a boy of the House of York and Uncle Richard once named you as his heir; but he is
  dead now, and the new king will be Henry Tudor.’ I hear my voice quaver as I say ‘he is dead’, and I take a breath and try again. ‘Richard is dead, Edward, you know that,
  don’t you? You understand that King Richard is dead? And you will never be his heir now.’

  He looks at me so blankly that I think he has not understood anything at all, and then his big hazel eyes fill with tears, and he turns and goes back to copying his Greek alphabet on his slate.
  I stare at his brown head for a moment and think that his dumb animal grief is just like mine. Except that I am ordered to talk all the time, and to smile all the day.

  ‘He can’t understand,’ Cecily says to me, keeping her voice low so his sister Maggie cannot hear. ‘We’ve all told him, over and over again. He’s too stupid to
  believe it.’

  I glance at Maggie, quietly seating herself beside her brother to help him to form his letters, and I think that I must be as stupid as Edward, for I cannot believe it either. One moment Richard
  was marching at the head of an invincible army of the great families of England; the next they brought us the news that he had been beaten, and that three of his trusted friends had sat on their
  horses and watched him lead a desperate charge to his death, as if it were a sunny day at the joust, as if they were spectators and he a daring rider, and the whole thing a game that could go
  either way and was worth long odds.

  I shake my head. If I think of him, riding alone against his enemies, riding with my glove tucked inside his breastplate against his heart, then I will start to cry; and my mother has commanded
  me to smile.

  ‘So we are going to London!’ I say, as if I am delighted at the prospect. ‘To court! And we will live with our Lady Mother at Westminster Palace again, and be with our little
  sisters Catherine and Bridget again.’

  The two orphans of the Duke of Clarence look up at this. ‘But where will Teddy and me live?’ Maggie asks.

  ‘Perhaps you will live with us too,’ I say cheerfully. ‘I expect so.’

  ‘Hurrah!’ Anne cheers, and Maggie tells Edward quietly that we will go to London, and that he can ride his pony all the way there from Yorkshire like a little knight at arms, as
  Cecily takes me by the elbow and draws me to one side, her fingers nipping my arm. ‘And what about you?’ she asks. ‘Is the king going to marry you? Is he going to overlook what
  you did with Richard? Is it all to be forgotten?’

  ‘I don’t know,’ I say, pulling away. ‘And as far as we are concerned, nobody did anything with King Richard. You, of all people, my sister, would have seen nothing and
  will speak of nothing. As for Henry, I suppose whether he is going to marry me or not is the one thing that we all want to know. But only he knows the answer. Or perhaps two people: him – and
  that old crone, his mother who thinks she can decide everything.’

  


  ON THE GREAT NORTH ROAD, AUTUMN 1485

  [image: ]

  The journey south is easy in the mild September weather, and I tell our escort that there is no need to hurry. It is sunny and hot and we go by short stages as the younger
  children are on their ponies and cannot ride more than three hours without a rest. I sit astride my horse, the chestnut hunter that Richard gave me for my own, so that I could ride beside him, and
  I am glad to be on the move, leaving his castle of Sheriff Hutton where we had planned a palace to rival Greenwich, abandoning the gardens where we walked together and the hall where we danced to
  the best musicians, and the chapel where he took my hand and promised that he would marry me as soon as he came back from the battle. Every day I am a little more distant from the place and hope to
  forget my memories of it. I try to outride my dreams but I can almost hear them, cantering like constant ghosts behind us.

  Edward is excited by the journey, revelling in the freedom of the Great North Road, and taking pleasure in the people who turn out all along the way to see what is left of the royal family of
  York. Every time our little procession halts, people come out to bless us, doffing their caps to Edward as the only remaining York heir, the only York boy, even though our house is defeated and
  people have heard that there is to be a new king on the throne – a Welshman that nobody knows, a stranger come in uninvited from Brittany or France or somewhere over the narrow seas. Teddy
  likes to pretend to be the rightful king, going to London to be crowned. He bows and waves his hand, pulls off his bonnet and smiles when the people tumble out of their houses and shop doorways as
  we ride through the small towns. Although I tell him daily that we are going to the coronation of the new King Henry, he forgets it as soon as someone shouts his title: ‘À Warwick!
  À Warwick!’

  Maggie, his sister, comes to me the night before we enter London. ‘Princess Elizabeth, may I speak with you?’

  I smile at her. Poor little Maggie’s mother died in childbirth and Maggie has been mother and father to her brother, and the mistress of his household, almost before she was out of short
  clothes. Maggie’s father was George, Duke of Clarence, and he was executed in the Tower on the orders of my father, at the urging of my mother. Maggie never shows any sign of a grudge, though
  she wears a locket around her neck with her mother’s hair in it, and on her wrist, a little charm bracelet with a silver barrel as a memorial for her father. It is always dangerous to be
  close to the throne; even at twelve, she knows this. The House of York eats its own young like a nervous cat.

  ‘What is it, Maggie?’

  Her little forehead is furrowed. ‘I am anxious about Teddy.’

  I wait. She is a devoted sister to the little boy.

  ‘Anxious about his safety.’

  ‘What do you fear?’

  ‘He is the only York boy, the only heir,’ she confides. ‘Of course there are other Yorks, the children of our aunt Elizabeth, Duchess of Suffolk; but Teddy is the only son left
  of the sons of York: your father King Edward, my father the Duke of Clarence, and our uncle King Richard. They’re all dead now.’

  I register the familiar chord of pain that resonates in me at his name, as if I were a lute, strung achingly tight. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, they are all dead now.’

  ‘From those three sons of York, there are no other sons any more. Our Edward is the only boy left.’

  She glances at me, uncertainly. Nobody knows what happened to my brothers Edward and Richard who were last seen playing on the green before the Tower of London, waving from the window of the
  Garden Tower. Nobody knows for sure; but everyone thinks they are dead. What I know, I keep a close secret, and I don’t know much.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says awkwardly. ‘I didn’t mean to distress you . . .’

  ‘It’s all right,’ I say, as if to speak of the disappearance of my brothers is not pain on pain. ‘Do you fear that Henry Tudor will take your brother into the Tower as
  King Richard took both of mine? And that he won’t come out either?’

  She twists her hand in her gown. ‘I don’t even know if I should be taking him to London,’ she exclaims. ‘Should I try to get a ship and take him away to our aunt Margaret
  in Flanders? But I don’t know how. I don’t have any money to hire a ship. And I don’t know who to ask. D’you think we should do that? Get Teddy away? Aunt Margaret would
  guard and keep him for love of the House of York. Should we do that? Would you know how to do it?’

  ‘King Henry won’t hurt him,’ I say. ‘Not right now, at any rate. He might later on, when he’s established as king and secure on the throne, and people aren’t
  watching him and wondering how he’s going to act. But in the next few months he’ll be seeking to make friends everywhere. He’s won the battle, now he has to win the kingdom.
  It’s not enough to kill the previous king, he has to be acclaimed by the people and crowned. He won’t risk offending the House of York and everyone who loves us. Why, the poor man might
  even have to marry me to please them all!’

  She smiles. ‘You’d make such a lovely queen! A really beautiful queen! And then I could be sure that Edward would be safe, for you could make him your ward, couldn’t you?
  You’d guard him, wouldn’t you? You know he’s no danger to anyone. We’d both be faithful to the Tudor line. We’d both be faithful to you.’

  ‘If I’m ever made queen I will keep him safe,’ I promise her, thinking how many lives depend on me to make Henry honour his betrothal. ‘But in the meantime, I think you
  can come to London with us and we will be safe with my mother. She’ll know what to do. She’ll have a plan ready.’

  Maggie hesitates. There was bad blood between her mother Isabel and mine, and then she was raised by Richard’s wife Anne, who hated my mother as a mortal enemy. ‘Will she care for
  us?’ she asks very quietly. ‘Will your mother be kind to Teddy? They always said she was my family’s enemy.’

  ‘She has no quarrel with either you or with Edward,’ I say reassuringly. ‘You are her niece and nephew. We’re all of the House of York. She will protect you as she does
  us.’

  She is reassured, she trusts me, and I don’t remind her that my mother had two boys of her own, Edward and Richard, that she loved more than life itself; but she couldn’t keep them
  safe. And nobody knows where my little brothers are tonight.

  


  WESTMINSTER PALACE, LONDON, AUTUMN 1485
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  There is no welcome party as we ride into London, and when one or two apprentices and market-women catch sight of us in the narrow streets and cheer for the children of York,
  our escort closes up around us, to drive us as fast as they can into the courtyard of the royal Palace of Westminster where the heavy wooden gates close behind us. Clearly, the new King Henry wants
  no rivals for the hearts of the city that he is calling his own. My mother is on the entrance steps, before the great doors, waiting for us with my little sisters, six-year-old Catherine and
  four-year-old Bridget, on either side of her. I tumble down from my horse and find myself in her arms, smelling her familiar perfume of rosewater and the scent of her hair, and as she holds me and
  pats my back I find myself suddenly in tears, sobbing for the loss of the man I loved so passionately, and the future I had planned with him.

  ‘Hush,’ my mother says firmly, and sends me indoors while she greets my sisters and my cousins. She comes in after me, with Bridget on one hip and Catherine holding her hand, Anne
  and Cecily dancing around her. She is laughing, and looks happy and far younger than her forty-eight years. She is wearing a gown of dark blue, a blue leather belt around her slim waist, and her
  hair tied back into a blue velvet cap. All the children are shouting with excitement as she draws us into her private rooms, and sits down with Bridget on her knee. ‘Now tell me
  everything!’ she says. ‘Did you really ride all the way, Anne? That was very good indeed. Edward, my dear boy, are you tired? Was your pony good?’

  Everyone speaks at once, Bridget and Catherine are jumping and trying to interrupt. Cecily and I wait for the noise to die down, and my mother smiles at the two of us as she offers the children
  sugared plums and small ale, and they sit before the fire to enjoy their treats.

  ‘And how are my two big girls?’ she asks. ‘Cecily, you have grown again, I swear you are going to be as tall as me. Elizabeth, dear, you are pale and far too thin. Are you
  sleeping all right? Not fasting, are you?’

  ‘Elizabeth says she can’t be sure if Henry will marry her or not,’ Cecily bursts out at once. ‘And if he does not, what will happen to us all? What’s going to
  happen to me?’

  ‘Of course he will marry her,’ my mother says calmly. ‘He most certainly will. His mother has spoken to me already. They realise that we have too many friends in parliament and
  in the country for him to risk insulting the House of York. He has to marry Elizabeth. He promised it nearly a year ago and he’s not free to choose now. It was part of his plan of invasion
  and his agreement with his supporters from the very beginning.’

  ‘But isn’t he angry about King Richard?’ Cecily persists. ‘Richard and Elizabeth? And what she did?’

  My mother turns a serene face to my spiteful sister. ‘I know nothing about the late usurper Richard,’ she says, just as I knew she would. ‘And no more do you. And King Henry
  knows even less.’

  Cecily opens her mouth as if she would argue, but one cool look from my mother silences her. ‘King Henry knows very little at all about his new kingdom as yet,’ my mother continues
  smoothly. ‘He has spent almost all his life overseas. But we will help him and tell him all that he needs to know.’

  ‘But Elizabeth and Richard . . .’

  ‘That is one of the things he doesn’t need to know.’

  ‘Oh, very well,’ Cecily says crossly. ‘But this is about all of us, not just Elizabeth. Elizabeth isn’t the only one here, though she behaves as if nobody matters but
  her. And the Warwick children are always asking how they will be safe, and Maggie is afraid for Edward. And what about me? Am I married or not? What is going to happen to me?’

  My mother frowns at this stream of demands. Cecily was married so quickly, just before the battle, and her bridegroom rode away before they were even bedded. Now, of course, he is missing and
  the king who ordered the wedding is dead, and everything that everyone planned has failed. Cecily is perhaps a maid again, or perhaps a widow, or perhaps an abandoned wife. Nobody knows.

  ‘Lady Margaret will make the Warwick children her wards. And she also has plans for you. She spoke most kindly of you and of all of your sisters.’

  ‘Is Lady Margaret going to command the court?’ I ask quietly.

  ‘What plans?’ Cecily demands.

  ‘I’ll tell you later, when I know more myself,’ my mother says to Cecily, and to me she remarks, ‘She’s to be served on bended knee, she is to be called “Your
  Grace”, she’s to receive a royal bow.’

  I make a little face of disdain. ‘We didn’t part the best of friends, she and I.’

  ‘When you’re married and you are queen she will curtsey to you, whatever name she goes by,’ my mother says simply. ‘It doesn’t matter if she likes you or not,
  you’re still going to marry her son.’ She turns to the younger children. ‘Now, I’ll show you all your rooms.’

  ‘Aren’t we in our usual rooms?’ I ask thoughtlessly.

  My mother’s smile is slightly strained. ‘Of course we’re not in the royal rooms any more. Lady Margaret Stanley has reserved the queen’s rooms as her own. And her
  husband’s family, the Stanleys, have all the best apartments. We are in the second-best rooms. You are in Lady Margaret’s old room. It seems that she and I have swapped
  places.’

  ‘Lady Margaret Stanley is to have the queen’s rooms?’ I ask. ‘Didn’t she think that I would have them?’

  ‘Not yet, at any rate,’ my mother says. ‘Not until the day that you marry and are crowned. Until then she is the first lady of Henry’s court, and she is anxious that
  everyone knows it. Apparently, she has ordered everyone to call her My Lady the King’s Mother.’

  ‘My Lady the King’s Mother?’ I repeat the strange title.

  ‘Yes,’ my mother says with a wry smile. ‘Not bad for a woman who was my lady in waiting, and who has spent the last year estranged from her husband and under house arrest for
  treason, don’t you think?’
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  We move into the second-best rooms in Westminster Palace and wait for King Henry to command our presence. He does not. He holds his court at the palace of the Bishop of London
  near to St Paul’s Cathedral in the City, and every man who can pretend that he is of the House of Lancaster, or a long-term secret supporter of the Tudor cause, flocks to see him and claims a
  reward for his loyalty. We wait for an invitation to be presented at court, but none comes.

  My mother orders new dresses for me, headdresses to make me look yet taller, new slippers to peep below the hem of the new gowns, and praises my looks. I am fair like she was, with grey eyes.
  She was the famously beautiful daughter of the best-looking couple in the kingdom and she says with quiet satisfaction that I have inherited the family looks.

  She seems serene; but people are beginning to talk. Cecily says that we may be in the royal palace again, but it is as lonely and as quiet as being mewed up in sanctuary. I don’t bother to
  disagree with her; but she’s wrong. She’s so very wrong. She can’t remember sanctuary as I can; there is nothing, nothing worse than the darkness and the quiet, and
  knowing that you can’t get out, and fearing that anyone can come in. Last time we were in sanctuary we could not get out for nine months; it felt like nine years, and I thought I would fade
  and die without sunlight. Cecily says that she, as a married woman, should not even be with us, but she should be released to rejoin her husband.

  ‘Except that you don’t know where he is,’ I say. ‘He’s probably run away to France.’

  ‘At least I was married,’ she says pointedly. ‘I didn’t bed a man married to someone else. I was not a scarlet adulteress. And at least he’s not dead.’

  ‘Ralph Scrope of Upsall,’ I reply scathingly. ‘Mr Nobody of Nowhere. If you can find him, if he is still alive, you can live with him, for all I care. If he’ll have you
  without being told to do so. If he’ll be your husband without a royal command.’

  She hunches her shoulder and turns away from me. ‘My Lady the King’s Mother will provide for me,’ she says defensively. ‘I am her goddaughter. It is she who matters, who
  commands everything now. She will remember me.’

  The weather is all wrong for the time of year, too sunny, too bright, too hot during the day and humid at night, so nobody can sleep. Nobody but me. Although I am cursed by dreams, I still
  cannot stop myself sleeping. I drop into darkness every night and dream that Richard has come to me, laughing. He tells me that the battle went his way and we are to be married. He holds my hands
  as I protest that they came and told me that Henry had won, and he kisses me and calls me a fool, a little darling fool. I wake believing it to be true, and feel a sudden sick realisation when I
  look at the walls of the second-best bedroom, and Cecily sharing my bed, and remember that my love lies dead and cold in an unmarked grave, while his country sweats in the heat.

  My maid, who comes from a family of merchants in the City, tells me that there is terrible sickness in the crowded houses of the inner city. Then she tells me that two of her father’s
  apprentices have fallen sick and died.

  ‘The plague?’ I ask. At once, I step back a little from her. There is no cure for the disease and I am afraid that she carries the illness with her, and the hot plague wind will blow
  over me and my family.

  ‘It’s worse than the plague,’ she says. ‘It’s not like anything anyone has seen before. Will, the first apprentice, said at breakfast that he was cold and that he
  ached as if he had been fighting with a singlestick all the night. My father said he could go back to his bed and then he started to sweat; his shirt was wet with sweat, he was dripping with it.
  When my mother took him a pot of ale he said he was burning up and couldn’t get cool. He said he would sleep and then he didn’t waken. A young man of eighteen! Dead in an
  afternoon!’

  ‘His skin?’ I ask. ‘Did he have boils?’

  ‘No boils, no rash,’ she insists. ‘As I say – it’s not the plague. It’s this new illness. They call it the sweating sickness, a new plague that King Henry has
  brought upon us. Everyone says that his reign has started with death and won’t last. He has brought death with him. We’ll all die of his ambition. They say that he came in with sweat
  and will labour to keep his throne. It’s a Tudor illness, he brought it in with him. He’s cursed, everyone says so. It’s autumn but it’s as hot as midsummer, and we’re
  all going to sweat to death.’

  ‘You can go home,’ I say nervously. ‘And, Jennie, stay at home until you can be sure you are well and everyone in your house is well. My mother won’t want your service if
  there are sick people in your house. Don’t come back to the palace until you are free of sickness. And go home without seeing my sisters or the Warwick children.’

  ‘But I’m well!’ she protests. ‘And it’s a fast disease. If I had it, I would be dead before I could even tell you about it. As long as I can walk to the palace from
  my home, I am well enough.’

  ‘Go home,’ I command. ‘I’ll send for you when you can come again,’ and then I go to find my mother.
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  She is not in the palace, not in the shuttered shade of the empty queen’s rooms, not even in the cool walks of the garden, but I find her seated on a stool at the far end
  of the landing stage that extends out into the river to catch the breeze that whispers along the water, listening to the lapping of the waves against the wood piling.

  ‘Daughter mine,’ she greets me as I walk up to her. I kneel on the planks for her blessing, and then sit beside her with my feet dangling over the edge and my own reflection looking
  up at me as if I were a water goddess living under the river, waiting to be released from an enchantment, and not a spinster princess that nobody wants.

  ‘Have you heard of this new illness in the City?’ I ask her.

  ‘Yes, for the king has decided he can’t have his coronation and risk bringing together so many people who could be sick,’ she says. ‘Henry will have to be a conqueror and
  not a crowned king for a few more weeks until the sickness passes. His mother, Lady Margaret, is having special prayers said; she will be beside herself. She thinks that God has guided her son this
  far, but now sends a plague to try his fortitude.’

  Looking up at her, I have to squint against the bright western sky where the sun is setting in a blaze of colour, promising another unseasonably hot day tomorrow. ‘Mother, is this your
  doing?’

  She laughs. ‘Are you accusing me of witchcraft?’ she asks. ‘Cursing a nation with a plague wind? No, I couldn’t make such a thing happen; and if I did have such a power,
  I wouldn’t use it. This is a sickness that came with Henry because he hired the worst men in Christendom to invade this poor country, and they brought the disease from the darkest dirtiest
  gaols of France. It’s not magic, it’s men carrying illness with them as they march. That’s why it started first in Wales and then came to London – it has followed his route,
  not by magic but by the dirt they left behind them and the women they raped on the way, poor souls. It is Henry’s convict army which has brought the sickness, though everyone is taking it as
  a sign that God is against him.’

  ‘But could it be both?’ I ask. ‘Both a sickness and a sign?’

  ‘Without doubt it is both,’ she says. ‘They are saying that a king whose reign starts with sweat will have to labour to keep his throne. Henry’s sickness is killing his
  friends and supporters as if the disease was a weapon against him and them. He is losing more allies now in his triumph than ever died on the battlefield. It would be funny if it weren’t so
  bitter.’

  ‘What does it mean for us?’ I ask.

  She looks upstream, as if the very water of the river might float an answer to my dangling feet. ‘I don’t know yet,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘I can’t tell. But if he
  were to take the sickness himself and die, then people would be sure to say it was the judgement of God on a usurper, and would look for a York heir to the throne.’

  ‘And do we have one?’ I ask, my voice barely audible above the lapping of the water. ‘A York heir?’

  ‘Of course we do: Edward of Warwick.’

  I hesitate. ‘Do we have another? Even closer?’

  Still looking away from me she nods, imperceptibly.

  ‘My little brother Richard?’

  Again she nods as if she does not even trust the wind with her words.

  I gasp. ‘You have him safe, Mother? You’re sure of it? He’s alive? In England?’

  She shakes her head. ‘I have had no news. I can say nothing for certain, and certainly nothing to you. We have to pray for the two sons of York, Prince Edward and Prince Richard, as lost
  boys, until someone can tell us what has become of them.’ She smiles at me. ‘And better that I don’t tell you what I hope,’ she says gently. ‘But who knows what the
  future will bring if Henry Tudor dies?’

  ‘Can’t you wish it on him?’ I whisper. ‘Let him die of the illness that he has brought in with him?’

  She turns her head away, as if to listen to the river. ‘If he killed my son, then my curse is already on him,’ she says flatly. ‘You cursed the murderer of our boys with me,
  remember? We asked Melusina, the goddess-ancestor of my mother’s family, to take revenge for us. D’you remember what we said?’

  ‘Not the exact words. I remember that night.’

  It was the night when my mother and I were distraught with grief and fear, imprisoned in sanctuary as my uncle Richard came and told her that both her sons, Edward and Richard, my beloved little
  brothers, had disappeared from their rooms in the Tower. That was the night that my mother and I wrote a curse on a piece of paper, folded it into a paper boat, lit it, and watched it flare as it
  floated downriver. ‘I don’t remember exactly what we said.’

  She knows it word for word, the worst curse she has ever laid on anyone; she has it by heart. ‘We said: “Know this: that there is no justice to be had for the wrong that someone has
  done to us, so we come to you, our Lady Mother, and we put into your dark depths this curse: that whoever took our firstborn son from us, that you take his firstborn son from him.”’

  She turns her glance from the river to me, her pupils darkly dilated. ‘Do you remember now? As we sit here by the river? The very same river?’

  I nod.

  ‘We said: “Our boy was taken when he was not yet a man, not yet king – though he was born to be both. So take his murderer’s son while he is yet a boy, before he is a
  man, before he comes to his estate. And then take his grandson too and when you take him, we will know by these deaths that this is the working of our curse and this is payment for the loss of our
  son.”’

  I give a shiver at the trance my mother is weaving around us as her quiet words fall on the river like rain. ‘We cursed his son and his grandson.’

  ‘He deserves it. And when his son and his grandson die and he has nothing left but girls then we will know him for the murderer of our boy, Melusina’s boy, and we will have had our
  revenge.’

  ‘That was an awful thing that we did,’ I say uncertainly. ‘A terrible curse on the innocent heirs. A terrible thing to wish the death of two innocent boys.’

  ‘Yes,’ my mother agrees calmly. ‘It was. And we did it because someone did it to us. And that someone will know my pain when his son dies, and when his grandson dies and he has
  no-one but a girl left to inherit.’

  People have always whispered that my mother practises witchcraft, and indeed her own mother was tried and found guilty of the dark arts. Only she knows how much she believes, only she knows what
  she can do. When I was a girl I saw her call up a storm of rain, and I watched the river rise that washed away the Duke of Buckingham’s army and his rebellion with it. I thought then that she
  had done it all with a whistle. She told me of a mist which she breathed out one cold night which hid my father’s army, shrouding it so that he thundered out of a cloud on the hilltop and
  caught his enemy by surprise and destroyed them with sword and storm.

  People believe that she has unearthly powers because her mother came from the royal house of Burgundy and they can trace their ancestry back to the water witch Melusina. Certainly we can hear
  Melusina singing when one of her children dies. I have heard her myself, and it’s a sound I won’t forget. It was a cool soft call, night after night, and then my brother was not playing
  on Tower Green any more, his pale face was gone from the window, and we mourned for him as a dead boy.

  What powers my mother has, and what luck runs her way that she claims as her doing, is unknown, perhaps even to her. Certainly she takes her good luck and calls it magic. When I was a girl I
  thought her an enchanted being with the power to summon the rivers of England; but now, as I look at the defeat of our family, the loss of her son, and the mess we are in, I think that if she does
  conjure magic, then she can’t do it very well.

  So I am not surprised that Henry does not die, though the sickness he has brought to England takes first one Lord Mayor of London, and then his hastily elected successor, and then six aldermen
  die too, almost in the same month. They say that every home in the City has suffered a death, and the carts for the dead rattle down the streets every night, just as if it were a plague year, and a
  bad one at that.

  When the illness dies out with the cold weather, Jennie my maid does not come back to work when I send for her, for she is dead too; her whole household took the sweat and died of it between
  Prime and Compline. No-one has known such quick deaths before, and they whisper everywhere against the new king whose reign has started with a procession of death carts. It is not till the end of
  October that Henry decides that it is safe to call the lords and gentry of the realm together to Westminster Abbey to his coronation.
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  Two heralds bearing the Beaufort standard, the portcullis, and a dozen guards wearing the Stanley colours hammer on the great door of the palace to inform me that Lady Margaret
  Stanley of the Beaufort family, My Lady the King’s Mother, is to honour me with a visit tomorrow. My mother inclines her head at the news and says softly – as if we are too nobly bred
  to ever raise our voices – that we will be delighted to see Her Grace.

  As soon as they are gone and the door closed behind them, we fall into a frenzy about my dress. ‘Dark green,’ my mother says. ‘It has to be dark green.’

  It is our only safe colour. Dark blue is the royal colour of mourning, but I must not, for one moment, look as if I am grieving for my royal lover and the true king of England. Dark red is the
  colour of martyrdom, but also sometimes, contradictorily, worn by whores to make their complexions appear flawlessly white. Neither association is one we want to inspire in the stern mind of the
  strict Lady Margaret. She must not think that marriage to her son is a torment for me, she must forget that everyone said that I was Richard’s lover. Dark yellow would be all right –
  but who looks good in yellow? I don’t like purple and anyway it is too imperial a colour for a humbled girl whose only hope is to marry the king. Dark green it has to be and since it is the
  Tudor colour, this can do nothing but good.

  ‘But I don’t have a dark green gown!’ I exclaim. ‘There isn’t time to get one.’

  ‘We had one made for Cecily,’ my mother replies. ‘You’ll wear that.’

  ‘And what am I supposed to wear?’ Cecily protests mutinously. ‘Am I to come in an old gown? Or will I not appear at all? Is Elizabeth going to be the only one who meets her?
  Are the rest of us to be in hiding? D’you want me to go to bed for the day?’

  ‘Certainly, there’s no need for you to be here,’ my mother says briskly. ‘But Lady Margaret is your godmother, so you will wear your blue and Elizabeth can wear your
  green, and you will make an effort – an exceptional effort – to be pleasant to your sister during the visit. Nobody likes a bad-tempered girl, and I have no use for one.’

  Cecily is furious at this, but she goes to the chest of clothes in silence and takes out her new green gown, shakes it out, and hands it to me.

  ‘Put it on and come to my rooms,’ my mother says. ‘We’ll have to let down the hem.’
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  Dressed in the gown, now hemmed and trimmed with a new thin ribbon of cloth of gold, I wait in the presence chamber of my mother’s rooms for the arrival of Lady Margaret.
  She comes by royal barge, now always laid on for her convenience, with the drummer beating to keep the time, and her standards fluttering brightly at prow and stern. I hear the crunching footsteps
  of her companions on the gravel of the garden paths, then beneath the window, and then the clatter of the metal heels of their boots on the stones of the courtyard. They throw open the double doors
  and she comes through the lobby and into the room.

  My mother, my sisters and I rise from our seats and curtsey to her as equals. The height of this curtsey has been difficult to decide. We offer a middling one and Lady Margaret squats in a
  shallow bob. Though my mother is now known as mere Lady Grey, she was crowned Queen of England and this woman was her lady in waiting. Now, although Lady Margaret sails in the royal barge, her son
  has not yet been crowned king. Though she calls herself My Lady the King’s Mother, he has not yet had the crown of England placed on his head. He just grabbed the circlet that Richard wore on
  his helmet and has to wait for his coronation.

  I close my eyes quickly at the thought of the gold crown on the helmet, and Richard’s smiling brown eyes looking at me through the visor.

  ‘I would speak with Mistress Elizabeth alone,’ Lady Margaret says to my mother, not troubling with any word of greeting.

  ‘Her Grace the Princess Elizabeth of York can take you to my privy chamber,’ my mother says smoothly.

  I lead the way. I can feel my back under her scrutiny as I walk and at once I become conscious of myself. I fear that I am swinging my hips, or tossing my head. I open the door and go into my
  mother’s private room and turn to face Lady Margaret, as she seats herself without invitation in the great chair.

  ‘You may sit,’ she says, and I take a chair opposite to her and wait. My throat is dry. I swallow and hope that she does not notice.

  She looks me up and down as if I am applying for a post in her household and then slowly she smiles. ‘You are lucky in your looks,’ she says. ‘Your mother was always a beauty
  and you are very like her: fair, slender, skin like a rose petal and that wonderful hair, gold and bronze all at once. Undoubtedly you will have beautiful children. I suppose you are still proud of
  your looks? I suppose you are still vain?’

  I say nothing, and she clears her throat and remembers the reason for her visit.

  ‘I have come to speak with you in private, as a friend,’ she says. ‘We parted on bad terms.’

  We parted like a pair of fishwives. But I was sure then that my lover would kill her son and make me Queen of England. Now, as it turns out, her son has killed my lover and my fate is entirely
  in her white, heavily ringed hands.

  ‘I regret it,’ I say with simple insincerity.

  ‘I too,’ she says, which surprises me. ‘I am to be your mother-in-law, Elizabeth. My son will marry you, despite everything.’

  There is no point in my sudden pulse of anger at the ‘despite everything’. We are defeated, my hopes of happiness and being a beloved Queen of England went down under the hooves of
  the Stanley horsemen commanded by her husband.

  I bow my head. ‘Thank you.’

  ‘I will be a good mother to you,’ she says earnestly. ‘You will find, when you come to know me, that I have great love to give, that I have a talent for loyalty. I am
  determined to do the will of God and I am certain that God has chosen you to be my daughter-in-law, the wife of my son, and . . .’ her voice drops to an awed whisper at the thought of my
  destiny, at the divine promise of the Tudor line ‘. . . the mother of my grandson.’

  I bow my head again, and when I look up, I see that her face is shining; she is quite inspired.

  ‘When I was a little girl, no more than a child myself, I was called on to give birth to Henry,’ she whispers, as if it is a prayer. ‘I thought I would die from the pain, I was
  certain it would kill me. I knew then that, if I survived, the child and I would have a great future, the greatest future that could be. He would be King of England and I would put him on the
  throne.’

  There is something very moving about her rapt expression, like a nun describing her vocation.

  ‘I knew,’ she says. ‘I knew that he was to be king. And when I met you, I knew that you were destined to bear his son.’ She turns her intense gaze on me.
  ‘That is why I was hard on you, that is why I was so furious with you when I saw you straying from your path. That is why I couldn’t stand it when I saw you falling from your
  position, from your destiny, from your calling.’

  ‘You think I have a calling?’ I am whispering, she is so completely convincing.

  ‘You will be the mother of the next King of England,’ she declares. ‘The red rose and the white, a rose without a thorn. You will have a son, and we will call him Arthur of
  England.’ She takes my hands. ‘This is your destiny, my daughter. I will help you.’

  ‘Arthur.’ Wonderingly, I repeat the name that Richard chose for the son he hoped to have with me.

  ‘It is my dream,’ she says.

  It was our dream too. I let her hold my hands and I don’t pull away.

  ‘God has brought us together,’ she tells me earnestly. ‘God has brought you to me, and you are going to give me a grandson. You are going to bring peace to England, you are
  going to be the peace which ends the Cousins’ War. Elizabeth, you will be a peacemaker and God Himself will call you blessed.’

  Amazed at her vision, I let her hold my hands in her firm grip, and I don’t disagree.
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  I never tell my mother what passed between me and My Lady the King’s Mother. She raises an eyebrow at my discretion but does not ask me more. ‘At any rate, she said
  nothing to make you think that she has changed her mind about the betrothal,’ she confirms.

  ‘On the contrary, she assured me that we will marry. It will go ahead. She promised to be my friend.’

  My mother hides a smile. ‘How kind,’ is all she says. ‘Helpful of her.’

  So we wait, with some confidence, for our invitation to the coronation, expecting to be told to go to the royal wardrobe to be fitted for our gowns. Cecily, especially, is desperate for her new
  robes and for the chance for us all to be seen in the world as the five York princesses once more. Only when Henry has reversed the act of parliament that named us as bastards and our
  parents’ marriage as a bigamous fraud can we wear our ermine and crowns once again. Henry’s coronation will be our first chance since Richard’s death to appear to the world in our
  true colours as princesses of York once again.

  I am confident that we will all attend his coronation; yet, still, no word comes. I am certain that he must want his future wife to watch him take the crown on his head and the sceptre in his
  hand. Even if he has no curiosity to see me, how can he not want to demonstrate his victory before us, the previous royal family? Surely he will want me to see him at his moment of greatest
  glory?

  I feel more like a sleeping princess in a fairy story than the woman who is promised in marriage to the new King of England. I may live in the royal palace, and sleep in one of the best rooms, I
  may be served with courtesy though without the bended knee that people must show to the royal family. But I live here quietly, without a court, without the usual crowd of flatterers, friends and
  petitioners, without sight of the king: a princess without a crown, a betrothed without a bridegroom, a bride with no date for her wedding.

  God knows that once I was well-enough known as Henry’s betrothed. When he was an exiled pretender to the throne he swore in Rennes Cathedral that he was King of England and I was his
  bride. But, of course, that was when he was mustering his army for his invasion, desperate for support from the House of York and all of our adherents. Now he has won the battle and sent his army
  away, perhaps he would like to be free of his promise too, as a weapon he needed then, but does not need now.

  My mother has seen to it that we all have new gowns; all five of us princesses of York are exquisitely dressed. But we have nowhere to go, and no-one ever sees us, and we are called not
  ‘Your Grace’ as princesses, but ‘my lady’ as if we were the bastard daughters of a bigamous marriage and my mother was not a dowager queen but the widow of a country squire.
  We are all no better off than Cecily, whose marriage has now been annulled but without a new husband on offer. She is not Lady Scrope but neither is she anything else. We are all girls without a
  name, without a family, without certainty. And girls like this have no future.

  I had assumed that I would be restored as a princess, given my fortune, and married and crowned in one great ceremony at Henry’s side; but the silence tells me that he is not an eager
  bridegroom.

  No message comes from the royal wardrobe bidding us to come and pick out our gowns for the coronation procession. The Master of the Revels does not ask if he may come to the palace to teach us
  our dance for the coronation dinner. All the seamstresses and tirewomen in London are working day and night on gowns and headdresses: but not for us. Nobody is sent to us from the Lord
  Chamberlain’s offices with instructions for the procession. We are not invited to stay in the Tower of London the night before the ceremony, as is the tradition. No horses are ordered for us
  to ride from the Tower to Westminster Abbey, no ruling comes as to the order of precedence on the day. Henry sends no gifts as a bridegroom should to his bride. Nothing at all comes from his
  mother. Where there should be bustle and business and a host of conflicting instructions from a new king and a new court anxious to look well, there is a silence that grows more and more noticeable
  as the days go on.

  ‘We’re not going to be invited to the coronation,’ I say flatly to my mother when I am alone with her, as she comes to say goodnight to me in the bedroom that I share with
  Cecily. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

  She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think we are.’

  ‘How can he not have me there at his side?’

  Slowly, she goes to the window and looks out at the dark night sky and the silvery moon. ‘I think they don’t want a host of Yorks beside the throne, so close to the crown,’ she
  says drily.

  ‘Why not?’

  She takes the shutters and latches them, as if to shut out the silvery light that shines on her, giving her an unearthly radiance. ‘I don’t know why for sure,’ she says.
  ‘But I suppose, if I was Henry’s mother, I would not want my child, a pretender, a usurper, king only by right of battle, taking his crown alongside a princess, a true-bred princess of
  the royal family, beloved of the people, and a beauty. Apart from anything else I would not like how it looked.’

  ‘Why? What does he look like?’ I demand.

  ‘Ordinary.’ My mother condemns him in one damning word. ‘He’s very, very ordinary.’
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  Slowly it becomes clear to us all, even to Cecily who is frantically hopeful almost up to the last day, that the new king will be crowned alone, and he does not want me,
  distractingly beautiful, the only true royal, before the altar at his side. He will not even have us, the former royal family, as witnesses when he puts his hand on my lover’s crown, the
  crown worn by the man I loved, and by my father before him.

  No message comes from either Henry or from his mother, Lady Margaret Stanley, to confirm this decision one way or the other, and though my mother and I consider writing to Lady Margaret, neither
  of us can bear the humiliation of pleading with her for the chance to attend the coronation, nor to beg her to set a date for my wedding.

  ‘Besides, if I were to attend his coronation as a dowager queen I would take precedence over her,’ my mother remarks waspishly. ‘Perhaps that’s why we’re not
  invited. She has seen nothing but my back at every great event for all of her life. She has never had a view that was not obscured by my headdress and veil. She has followed me into every single
  room in this palace, and then she followed Anne Neville when she was her lady in waiting, too. She walked behind Anne at her coronation, carrying the train. Perhaps Lady Margaret is feeling that
  it’s her turn to be the first lady now, and she wants someone trailing along behind her.’

  ‘What about me?’ Cecily says hopefully. ‘I’d carry her train. I’d be happy to carry her train.’

  ‘You will not,’ my mother says shortly.
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  Henry Tudor stays in Lambeth Palace until his coronation, and if he should choose to glance up from his breakfast, he would see my window in Westminster Palace, just across the
  river from him; but presumably he does not choose to look up, he does not wonder about his unknown bride, for still he sends no word. The nights before his coronation, he moves to the Tower of
  London, as is the tradition. There, he will stay in the royal rooms, and every day he will walk past the door where my brothers were last seen, every day he will walk across the green where my
  brother had an archery target and practised shooting his bow. Can a man do such a thing without a chill going down his spine, without glimpsing the pale face of the imprisoned boy who should have
  been crowned king? Does his mother not see a slight shadow on the stair, or when she kneels in the royal stall in the chapel does she not hear a faint echo of a boyish treble saying his prayers?
  How can the two Tudors go up the tightly curled stone stair in the Garden Tower and not listen at the wooden door for the voices of two little boys? And if they ever listen, are they not certain to
  hear Edward’s quiet prayers?

  ‘He’ll be searching,’ my mother says grimly. ‘He’ll be questioning everyone who ever guarded them. He’ll want to know what became of the princes, and
  he’ll be hoping to find something, someone who can be bribed to come forward and make an accusation, or someone who can be persuaded to confess, anything so that he can point the blame at
  Richard. If he can show that Richard killed our princes, then he can justify taking the throne because they are dead and he can name Richard as a tyrant and a regicide. If he can prove their death
  then Henry’s cause is won.’

  ‘Mother, I would swear on my life that Richard didn’t hurt them,’ I say earnestly. ‘I know that Richard would have told me if he had done so. You know it. You were
  convinced on the night when he came to you to ask if it was you who had stolen them both away, weren’t you? He didn’t know where they were, or what had become of them. He thought you
  might have had them. I would swear that he never knew. Actually, it tormented him that he didn’t know. At the very end he didn’t know who to name as his heir. He was desperate to be
  sure.’

  My mother’s gaze is hard. ‘Oh, I believe that Richard didn’t kill the boys. Of course I know that. I would never have released you and your sisters into his care if I had
  thought he could bring himself to harm his own brother’s children. But for sure, he kidnapped our Prince Edward on the road to London. He killed my brother Anthony who tried to defend him. He
  took Edward into the Tower and did all he could to take my younger boy Richard too. It wasn’t him who killed them in secret, but he put them where a killer could find them. He defied your
  father’s will and he took your brother’s throne. He might not have killed them; but they should both have been left safe in my keeping. Richard of Gloucester took Edward from me, and he
  would have taken my son Richard too. He took the throne, and he killed my brother Anthony and my son Richard Grey. He was a usurper and a murderer, and I will never forgive him for those crimes. I
  don’t need to lay others at Richard’s door, he will go to hell for these, and I will never forgive him for these.’

  Miserably, I shake my head that my mother should say this of the man I love. I can’t defend him, not to her, who lost her two boys and still does not know what has become of them. ‘I
  know,’ I whisper. ‘I know. I’m not denying that he had to act in terrible times, he did terrible things. He confessed them to his priest and he prayed for forgiveness for them.
  You have no idea how tortured he was by the things he had to do. But I’m certain that he didn’t order the death of my brothers.’

  ‘Then Henry will find nothing in his search of the Tower,’ she observes. ‘If Richard did not kill them there will be no bodies for Henry to bring out. Perhaps they are both
  alive, hidden somewhere in the Tower or in the houses nearby.’

  ‘And what would Henry do then? If he found them alive?’ I am breathless at this speculation. ‘What would he do if someone came forward and said they had them hidden, safely
  hidden away, our boys, for all this long time?’

  My mother’s smile is as sad and as slow as a falling tear. ‘Why, he’d have to kill them,’ she says simply. ‘If he were to find my sons alive now, he would kill them
  at once, and blame it on Richard. If he found my sons alive he would have to kill them, to take the throne, just as your father killed old King Henry to take the throne. Of course he would. We all
  know that.’

  ‘And would he do it, do you think? Could he do such a terrible thing?’

  She shrugs. ‘I think he would make himself do it. He would have no choice. Otherwise, he would have risked his life and his army for nothing. His mother would have spent her life plotting
  and even marrying for nothing. Yes, if Henry ever finds your brother Edward alive he would kill him in that moment. If he finds your brother Richard he would have to put him to death. It would be
  nothing more to him than continuing the work he did at Bosworth. He’d find some way of settling his conscience. He’s a young man who has lived under the shadow of the sword from the
  moment when he fled England as a boy of fourteen to the day when he rode home to fight for his claim. Nobody knows better than he that any claimant to the throne has to be killed at once. A king
  cannot let a pretender live. No king can allow a pretender to live.’

  
    [image: ]

  

  Henry’s court goes with him to the Tower, and more and more men flock to the Tudor standard now that it is triumphant. We hear, through gossip from the city streets, of
  the round of rewards that comes from the Tudor throne as Henry hands out the spoils of Bosworth in the days before his coronation. His mother has all her lands and wealth returned to her; she
  enters a greatness that she always claimed but never enjoyed before now. Her husband Thomas, Lord Stanley, is made Earl of Derby and High Constable of England, the greatest position in the realm,
  as reward for his great courage in looking both ways at once, the two-faced traitor that he is. I know, for I heard him swear the oath, that he promised his loyalty, his absolute fealty, to my
  Richard; I saw him go down on his knees and promise his love, even offering his son as a pledge of his loyalty. He swore that his brother, his whole family, were Richard’s true men.

  But that morning at Bosworth Field he and Sir William sat on their horses with their mighty armies behind him, and waited to see which way the battle would go. When they saw Richard charge into
  the heart of the fighting, on his own, aimed like a spear at Henry himself, the Stanleys, Lord William and Sir Thomas, acting as one, swept down on him from behind, with swords raised. They rescued
  Henry in that moment, and cut Richard down to the ground when he was just moments away from putting his sword through Henry Tudor’s heart.

  Sir William Stanley picked up my Richard’s helmet from the mud, tore off the battle coronet and handed the gold circlet to Henry: the most vile piece of work of a villainous day. Now, in
  puppyish gratitude, Henry makes Sir William his chamberlain, kisses him on both cheeks, declares that they are the new royal family. He surrounds himself with Stanleys, he cannot thank them enough.
  He has found his throne and his family in one triumph. He is inseparable from his mother Margaret and always, half a step behind her, is her devoted husband Lord Thomas Stanley, and half a step
  behind him is his brother Sir William. Henry lolls in the lap of these new-found kinsmen who have put their boy on the throne and knows he is safe at last.

  His uncle Jasper, who shared his exile and kept faith with the Tudor cause since Henry’s birth, is there too, rewarded for a lifetime of loyalty with his share of the spoils. He gets his
  title back, and his lands returned; he will have his pick of the posts of government. And he gets even more than this. Henry writes to my aunt Katherine, the widow of the traitorous Duke of
  Buckingham, and tells her to prepare for re-marriage. Jasper is to have her and the Buckingham fortune. It seems that all the Rivers women are part of the spoils of war. She brings the letter in
  her hand when she comes to see my mother as we are sitting in the second-best rooms at Westminster Palace.

  ‘Is he mad?’ she asks my mother. ‘Was it not enough that I was married to a boy, to the young duke who hated me, but I now have to marry another enemy of our family?’

  ‘D’you get a fee?’ my mother asks drily, since she has her own letter to show her sister. ‘For see, here is our news. I am to be paid a pension. Cecily is to be married
  to Sir John Welles, and Elizabeth is to be betrothed to the king.’

  ‘Well, thank God for that at least!’ my aunt Katherine exclaims. ‘You must have been anxious.’

  My mother nods. ‘Oh, he would have reneged on his vow if he could have done. He was looking for another bride, he was trying to get out of it.’

  I look up from my sewing at this, but my mother and her sister are intent on their letters, their heads together.

  ‘When will it be? The wedding?’

  ‘After the coronation.’ My mother points to the paragraph. ‘Of course, he won’t want anyone to say that they are joint king and queen. He’ll want to be seen to take
  the throne on his own merits. He won’t want anyone saying she takes the queen’s crown on her own account. He can’t have anyone saying that he’s got the crown through
  her.’

  ‘But we’ll all go to his coronation?’ my aunt Katherine asks. ‘They’ve left it very late but . . .’

  ‘Not invited,’ my mother says shortly.

  ‘It’s an insult! He must have Elizabeth there!’

  My mother shrugs her shoulders. ‘What if they cheered for her? What if they called for us?’ she says quietly. ‘You know how people would cheer for her, if they saw her. You
  know how Londoners love the House of York. What if the people saw us and called for my nephew Edward of Warwick? What if they booed the House of Tudor and called for the House of York? At his
  coronation? He’s not going to risk it.’

  ‘There’ll be York kinsmen there,’ Katherine points out. ‘Your sister-in-law Elizabeth has turned her coat, as her husband the Duke of Suffolk has changed sides again. Her
  son, John de la Pole, that King Richard named as his heir, has begged Henry’s pardon and so they will be there.’

  My mother nods. ‘So they should be,’ she says. ‘And I am sure they will serve him loyally.’

  My aunt Katherine gives a short snort of laughter and my mother cannot stop her smile.
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  I go to find Cecily. ‘You’re to be married,’ I say abruptly. ‘I heard Mother and Aunt Katherine talking.’

  She turns pale. ‘Who to?’

  I understand at once that she is afraid that she is to be humiliated again by a marriage to some lowly supporter of the Tudor invasion. ‘You’re all right,’ I say. ‘Lady
  Margaret is standing your friend. She’s marrying you to her half-brother, Sir John Welles.’

  She gives a shuddering sob and turns to me. ‘Oh, Lizzie, I was so afraid . . . I’ve been so afraid . . .’

  I put my arm around her shoulders. ‘I know.’

  ‘And there was nothing I could do. And when Father was alive they all used to call me Princess of Scotland as I was to marry the Scots king! Then to be pushed down to be Lady Scrope! And
  then to have no name at all! Oh, Lizzie, I’ve been vile to you.’

  ‘To everyone,’ I remind her.

  ‘I know! I know!’

  ‘But now you’ll be a viscountess!’ I say. ‘And no doubt better. Lady Margaret favours her family above everyone else, and Henry owes Sir John a debt of gratitude for his
  support. They’ll give him another title and lands. You’ll be rich, you’ll be noble, you’ll be allied to My Lady the King’s Mother, you’ll be – what?
  – her half-sister-in-law, and kinswoman to the Stanley family.’

  ‘Anything for our sisters? What about our cousin Margaret?’

  ‘Nothing yet. Thomas Grey, Mother’s boy, is to come home later.’

  Cecily sighs. Our half-brother has been like a father to us, fiercely loyal for all of our lives. He came into sanctuary with us, only breaking out to try to free our brothers in a secret attack
  on the Tower, serving at Henry’s court in exile, trying to maintain our alliance with him and spying for us all the while. When Mother became sure that Henry was an enemy to fear she sent for
  Thomas to come home, but Henry captured him as he was leaving. Since then, he has been imprisoned in France. ‘He’s pardoned? The king has forgiven him?’

  ‘I think everyone knows he did nothing wrong. He was a hostage to ensure our alliance, Henry left him as a pledge with the French king, but now that Tudor sees that we’re obedient he
  can release Thomas and repay the French.’

  ‘And what about you?’ Cecily demands.

  ‘Apparently Henry’s going to marry me, because he can’t get out of it. But he’s in no sort of hurry. Apparently, everyone knows that he has been trying to
  renege.’

  She looks at me with sympathy. ‘It’s an insult,’ she says.

  ‘It is,’ I agree. ‘But I only want to be his queen; I don’t want him as a man, so I don’t care that he doesn’t want me as his wife.’
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  I watch from my bedroom window as the coronation barge goes down the river to the Tower, escorted by dozens of ships. I can hear the music ringing across the water. The royal
  barge has been regilded since we last sailed in it, and shines brightly golden on the cold water, while at prow and stern the flags of the Tudor red dragon and the Beaufort portcullis flap in
  triumph. Henry himself is a tiny figure. At this distance I can see only his long gown of purple velvet trimmed with ermine. He is standing so that everyone on the riverbanks can see him, arms
  akimbo, on the raised deck at the back of the barge. I shade my eyes and stare at him. This is the first time I have seen the man I am to marry, and at this distance he is no bigger than the tip of
  my little finger. The barge glides by carrying my betrothed husband to his coronation without me, and he does not even know that I am watching him. He will not imagine that I put my little finger
  against the pane of thick glass to measure him, and then snapped my fingers with contempt.

  The rowers are all in livery of green and white, the Tudor colours, the oars painted white with bright green blades. Henry Tudor has commanded springtime colours in autumn; it seems that nothing
  in England is good enough for this young invader. Though the leaves fall from the trees like brown tears, for him everything must be green as fresh grass, as white as May blossom, as if to convince
  us all that the seasons are upside down and we are all Tudors now.

  A second barge carries My Lady the King’s Mother, seated in her triumph on a high chair, almost a throne, so that everyone can see Lady Margaret sailing into her own at last. Her husband
  stands beside her chair, one proprietorial hand on the gilded back, loyal to this king as he swore he was loyal to the previous one, and the one before that. His motto, his laughable motto, is
  ‘Sans changer’, which means ‘always unchanged’, but the only way the Stanleys never change is their unending fidelity to themselves.

  The next barge carries Jasper Tudor, the king’s uncle, who will carry the crown at the coronation. My aunt Katherine, the prize for his victory, stands beside him, her hand resting lightly
  on his arm. She does not look up at our windows though she will guess we are watching. She looks straight ahead, steady as an archer, as she goes to witness the crowning of our enemy, her beautiful
  face quite impassive. She was married once before for the convenience of her family, to a young man who hated her; she is accustomed to grandeur abroad and humiliation at home. It has been the
  price she has paid for a lifetime of being one of the beautiful Rivers girls, always so close to the throne that it has bruised her like a wound.

  My mother puts her arm around my waist, watching the procession with me. She says nothing, but I know that she is thinking of the day that we stood in sanctuary in the dark crypt below the abbey
  chapel, watching the royal barges go down the river, when they crowned my uncle Richard and passed over the true heir, my brother Edward. I thought then that we would all die in the darkness and
  solitude. I thought that an executioner would come for us silently, one night. I thought I might wake briefly with the weight of a pillow on my face. I thought that I would never see sunshine
  again. I was a young woman then, and I thought that sorrow as deep as mine could only lead to death. I was grieving for my father and frightened by the absence of my brothers, and I thought that
  soon I would die too.

  I realise that this is the third victorious coronation barge to sail past my mother. When I was just a little girl and my brother Edward was not even born, she had to hide in sanctuary as my
  father the king was driven out of England. They brought back the old king and my mother stooped to look out of the low dirty window of the crypt under Westminster Abbey church to see Lady Margaret
  and her son Henry sail down the river in their pomp to celebrate the victory of the restored King Henry of Lancaster.

  I was only a little girl then, and so I don’t remember the ships sailing by nor the triumphant mother and her little son on a barge decked with red roses; but I do remember the pervasive
  scent of river water and damp. I do remember crying myself to sleep at night, utterly bewildered as to why we were suddenly living like poor people, hiding in a crypt under the chapel instead of
  enjoying the most beautiful palaces of the kingdom.

  ‘This is the third time you have seen Lady Margaret sail by in triumph,’ I remark to my mother. ‘Once when King Henry was restored and she led the race to get to his court and
  introduce her son, once when her husband was high in Richard’s favour and she carried Queen Anne’s train at the coronation, and look, now she sails by you again.’

  ‘Yes,’ she acknowledges. I see her grey eyes narrow as she watches the gloriously gilded barge and the proud flap of the standards. ‘But I always find her so very . . .
  unconvincing, even in her greatest triumphs,’ she says.

  ‘Unconvincing?’ I repeat the odd word.

  ‘She always looks to me like a woman who has been badly treated,’ my mother says and she laughs joyously out loud as if defeat is just a turn of the wheel of fortune and Lady
  Margaret is not on the rise and an instrument of the glorious will of God as she thinks, but has just been lucky on this turn, and is almost certain to fall on the next. ‘She always looks to
  me like a woman who has much to complain about,’ my mother explains. ‘And women like that are always badly treated.’

  She turns to look at me, and laughs aloud at my puzzled expression. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘At any rate, we have her word that Henry will marry you, as soon as he
  is crowned, and then we’ll have a York girl on the throne.’

  ‘He shows few signs of wanting to marry me,’ I say drily. ‘I am hardly honoured in the coronation procession. It’s not us on the royal barge.’

  ‘Oh, he’ll have to,’ she says confidently. ‘Whether he likes it or not. The parliament will demand it of him. He won the battle but they won’t accept him as king
  without you at his side. He has had to promise. They’ve spoken to Thomas, Lord Stanley, and he, of all men, understands the way that power lies. Lord Stanley has spoken to his wife, she has
  spoken to her son. They all know that Henry has to marry you, like it or not.’

  ‘And what if I don’t like it?’ I turn to her and put my hands on her shoulders so she cannot glide away from my anger. ‘What if I don’t want an unwilling
  bridegroom, a pretender to the crown, who won his throne through disloyalty and betrayal? What if I tell you that my heart is in an unmarked grave somewhere in Leicester?’

  She does not flinch, but confronts my angry grief, her face serene. ‘Daughter mine, you have known for all your life that you would be married for the good of the country and the
  advancement of your family. You will do your duty like a princess, wherever your heart is buried, whoever you want or don’t want, and I expect you to look happy as you do it.’

  ‘You’ll marry me to a man that I wish was dead?’

  Her smile does not waver. ‘Elizabeth, you know as well as I do that it is rare that a young woman can marry for love.’

  ‘You did,’ I accuse.

  ‘I had the sense to fall in love with the King of England.’

  ‘So did I!’ breaks from me like a cry.

  She nods and puts her hand gently on the nape of my neck, and when I yield to her, she pulls my head to her shoulder. ‘I know, I know, my love. Richard was unlucky that day, and he had
  never been unlucky before. You would have thought he was certain to win. I thought he was certain to win. I too staked my hopes and my happiness on him winning.’

  ‘Do I really have to marry Henry?’

  ‘Yes, you do. You will be Queen of England and return our family to greatness. You will restore peace to England. These are great things to achieve. You should be glad. Or at the very
  least, you can look glad.’
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  Henry’s first parliament is busy in their work, reversing the laws of Richard, pulling his signature from the statute books just as they pulled the coronet from his
  helmet. First they lift all the attainders of treason that were sworn against Tudor supporters, declaring themselves splendidly innocent and faithful only to their country’s interest. My
  uncle the Duke of Suffolk and his sons John and Edmund de la Pole all become faithful Tudors and are no longer Yorkists, though their mother Elizabeth is a daughter of the House of York and sister
  to my Richard and to my late father. My half-brother Thomas Grey, who was left in France as a hostage, is to be ransomed and brought home. The king is going to overlook the suspicions he felt as a
  pretender. Thomas writes a pleading letter saying that he never meant to appear as if he was trying to escape from Henry’s ragbag pretender court, he was just returning to England at my
  mother’s bidding. And Henry, confident in his new power, is prepared to forget the momentary betrayal.

  They restore Henry’s mother to her family fortune and properties; nothing is more important than building the wealth of this most powerful king’s mother. Then they promise to pay my
  mother’s pension as a dowager queen. They also agree that Richard’s law that ruled my mother and father were never legally married must be dismissed as a slander. More than that, it
  must be forgotten, and nobody is ever to repeat it. At a stroke of the pen from the Tudor parliament we are restored to our family name and I and all my sisters are legitimate princesses of York
  once more. Cecily’s first marriage is forgotten; it is as if it never was. She is Princess Cecily of York once again and free to be married to Lady Margaret’s kinsman. In Westminster
  Palace, the servants now bend their knee to present a dish, and everyone calls each of us ‘Your Grace’.

  Cecily delights in our sudden restoration to our titles, all of us York princesses are glad to be ourselves once again; but I find my mother walking in silence by the cold river, her hood over
  her head, her cold hands clasped in her muff, her grey eyes on the grey water. ‘Lady Mother, what is it?’ I go to take her hands and look into her pale face.

  ‘He thinks my boys are dead,’ she whispers.

  I look down and see the mud on her boots, and on the hem of her gown. She has been walking beside the river for an hour at least, whispering to the rippling water.

  ‘Come inside, you’re freezing,’ I say.

  She lets me take her hand and lead her up the gravelled path to the garden door, and help her up the stone stairs to her privy chamber.

  ‘Henry must have certain proof that both my boys are dead.’

  I take off her cloak and press her into a chair beside the fire. My sisters are out, walking to the houses of the silk merchants, gold in their purses, servants to carry their purchases home,
  served on bended knee, laughing at their restoration. Only my mother and I struggle here, locked in grief. I kneel before her and feel the dry rushes under my knees release their cold perfume. I
  take her icy hands in mine. Our heads are so close together that no-one, not even someone listening at the door, could hear our whispered conversation.

  ‘Lady Mother,’ I say quietly. ‘How do you know?’

  She bows her head as if she has been struck hard in the heart. ‘He must do. He must be absolutely sure that they are both dead.’

  ‘Were you still hoping for your son Edward, even now?’

  A little gesture, like that of a wounded animal, tells me that she has never stopped hoping that her eldest York son had somehow escaped from the Tower and still lived, somewhere, against the
  odds.

  ‘Really?’

  ‘I thought I would know,’ she says very quietly. ‘In my heart. I thought that if my boy Edward had been killed I would have known in that moment. I thought that his spirit
  could not have left this world and not touched me as he went. You know, Elizabeth, I love him so much.’

  ‘But, Mother, we both heard the singing that night, the singing that comes when one of our house is dying.’

  She nods. ‘We did. But still I kept on hoping.’

  There is a little silence between us, as we observe the death of her hope.

  ‘D’you think Henry has made a search and found the bodies?’

  She shakes her head. She’s certain of this. ‘No. For if he had the bodies he would show them to the world and give them a great funeral for everyone to know they’re gone. If he
  had the bodies, he would give them a royal burial. He’d have us all draped in darkest blue, in mourning for months. If he had any firm evidence he would use it to blacken Richard’s
  name. If he had anyone he could accuse of murder he would put him on trial and publicly hang him. The best thing in the world for Henry would have been to find two bodies. He will have been praying
  ever since he landed in England that he would find them dead and buried, so that his claim to the throne was secure, so that nobody could ever rise up and impersonate them. The only person in
  England who wants to know more urgently than me where my sons are tonight, is Henry the new king.

  ‘So he can’t have found their bodies, but he must be certain that they are dead. Someone must have promised him that they were killed. Someone that he must trust. Because he would
  never have restored the royal title to our family if he thought we had a surviving boy. He would never have made you girls princesses of York if he thought that somewhere there was also a living
  prince.’

  ‘So he’s been assured that both Edward and Richard are dead?’

  ‘He must be sure. Otherwise he would never have ruled that your father and I were married. The act that makes you a princess of York again makes your brothers princes of York. If our
  Edward is dead then your younger brother is King Richard IV of England, and Henry is a usurper. Henry would never have restored a royal title to a live rival. He must be sure that both the boys are
  dead. Someone must have sworn to him that the murder was truly done. Someone must have told him, without doubt, that they killed two boys and saw them dead.’

  ‘Could it be his mother?’ I whisper.

  ‘She’s the only one with reason to kill them, who was here when they disappeared, who is alive now,’ my mother says. ‘Henry was in exile, his uncle Jasper with him.
  Henry’s ally the Duke of Buckingham might have done it; but he’s dead, so we’ll never know. If someone has reassured Henry, just now, that he is safe, then it must be his mother.
  The two of them must have convinced themselves that they are safe. They think both York princes are dead. Next, he will propose marriage to you.’

  ‘He has waited till he is certain that my two little brothers are dead before he names me princess and offers me marriage?’ I ask. The taste in my mouth is as bitter as my
  question.

  My mother shrugs. ‘Of course. What else could he do? This is the way of the world.’
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  My mother is right. Early one wintry evening a troop of the king’s newly appointed yeomen of the guard, smart in their scarlet livery, march up to the door of Westminster
  Palace and a herald delivers the message that King Henry will have the pleasure of visiting me within the hour.

  ‘Run,’ my mother says, taking in this letter with one swift glance. ‘Bess!’ – to the new maid in waiting. ‘Go with Her Grace and fetch my new headdress, and
  her new green gown, and tell the boy to bring hot water to her room and the bath at once! Cecily! Anne! You get dressed too, and get your sisters dressed and get the Warwick children to go to the
  schoolroom and tell their schoolmaster to keep them there until I send for them. The Warwick children are not to come downstairs while the king is here. Make sure they understand that.’

  ‘I’ll wear a hood, my black hood,’ I say stubbornly.

  ‘My new headdress!’ she exclaims. ‘My jewelled headdress! You are to be Queen of England, why look like his housekeeper? Why look like his mother? As dull as a nun?’

  ‘Because that’s what he must like,’ I say quickly. ‘Don’t you see? He’ll like girls who are as dull as nuns. He was never at our court, he never saw the fine
  dresses and the beautiful women. He never saw the dances and the gowns and the glamour of our court. He was stuck like a poor boy in Brittany with maidservants and housekeepers. He lived in one
  poor inn after another. And then he comes to England and spends all the time with his mother who dresses like a nun and is as ugly as sin. I have to look modest, not grand.’

  My mother snaps her fingers in exasperation at herself. ‘Fool that I am! Quite right! Right! So go!’ She gives me a little push in the back. ‘Go, and hurry!’ I hear her
  laugh. ‘Be as plain as you can! If you can manage not to be the most beautiful girl in England that would be excellent!’
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